Background {#Sec1}
==========

Access to maternal and child health services is critical for human development \[[@CR1]--[@CR3]\]. Investments to improve the quality of care received by mothers during and after pregnancy have contributed to significant reductions in maternal mortality rates. For example, the global maternal mortality rates declined from 385 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births in the 1990s to 216 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births in 2015 \[[@CR4]\]. The decline in the global maternal mortality rate has mirrored a similar decline in under-five mortality rate. It is estimated that the lives of 48 million children younger than five years of age were saved between 2000 and 2015 \[[@CR5]\]. Despite these improvements in maternal and child health indicators, infectious diseases and neonatal complications, which are readily preventable or treatable \[[@CR5]\], remain responsible for the vast majority of under-five deaths and significant inequalities remain in access to maternal and child health services globally \[[@CR6], [@CR7]\].

The situation in Togo largely mirrors global trends. For example, infant mortality declined from 90 deaths per 1000 live births in the 1990 to 52 deaths per 1000 lives birth in the 2015 period \[[@CR5]\]. The under-five mortality declined from 23 deaths per 1000 lives birth to 20 deaths per 1000 lives birth over the same period \[[@CR5]\]. Similarly, maternal mortality declined from 553 deaths per 100,000 live births over the 1991--1998 period to 355 deaths per 100,000 live births over the 2008--2014 period \[[@CR8]\].

Like many other low and middle income countries, the Togolese government has shown commitment to improving maternal and child health and reducing inequalities in health care access. For example, the 2012--2015 National Health Development Plan aimed to reduce maternal, neonatal, infant and child mortality and to facilitate universal access to essential health services. Despite these efforts, recent surveys in Togo show that inequalities persist. For example, households living in rural areas and those from poorer households have lower access to health services than those in urban areas or from wealthier households \[[@CR9]\]. Further, under-five mortality rates are considerably lower in urban areas (69 deaths per 1000 lives birth) than in rural areas (106 deaths per 1000 lives birth) \[[@CR10]\].

Inequalities in access to health care have sparked interest in understanding their drivers to inform interventions. However, empirical studies in Togo have primarily examined the total inequality of health and the determinants of individuals' state of health \[[@CR11]--[@CR14]\]. One unanswered question, therefore, is whether these inequalities are associated with the supply of or demand for health care. To address this gap, we assessed the extent to which inequalities are associated with demand side socio-economic factors in order to understand the extent to which individuals have access to the available supply of health care.

Measuring health inequalities: An overview of literature {#Sec2}
--------------------------------------------------------

Health inequalities can be evaluated using univariate \[[@CR15]\] or opportunities approaches \[[@CR16]--[@CR19]\]. Using the univariate approach, inequalities are analyzed by examining differences in individuals' health in a given population. In this approach, health is conceived as an intrinsic component of well-being and is analyzed without reference to inequalities in other dimensions of well-being \[[@CR20]\]. Several studies have been based on this approach \[[@CR21]--[@CR23]\]. However, the univariate approach can be considered restrictive because it precludes analyses to examine different correlates of health inequalities \[[@CR24]\].

In contrast, the opportunity approach, accounts for differences in the correlates of inequalities and takes into account individual's life circumstances (individual, household, and/or geographic characteristics outside individual's control that can affect access) and efforts (causes for which individuals are responsible) \[[@CR25]\]. It is this distinction that guides the opportunity approach, whose results are better suited to inform the implementation of targeted policies to reduce inequalities.

One of the tools used to measure inequality of opportunity is the Human Opportunity Index (HOI). The HOI is a measure of the coverage rate of an opportunity, discounted by inequality in its distribution across life circumstances or circumstances groups (sets of individual with the same set of circumstances) \[[@CR26]\]. The coverage is the percentage of individuals that have access to the opportunity. The HOI ranges from 0 (high inequality) to 100 (universal access). The HOI enables the measurement of the marginal contribution of each circumstance to inequality of opportunities.

Studies on inequalities of opportunity have focused on high income countries and analyzed the triangular relationship between childhood life circumstances, individuals' efforts and their state of health. These studies often use cohort data, which are rare in many low and middle-income countries. In contrast, studies on the inequality of opportunities in low- and middle-income countries tend to rely on cross-sectional surveys such as Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) \[[@CR27]--[@CR30]\].

In this study, we used nationally-representative data from the 1998 and 2013 Togo DHS (<https://dhsprogram.com/data/available-datasets.cfm>) to estimate inequality of opportunities in children's access to primary care by evaluating mothers' access to prenatal and postnatal care. Specifically, our objectives were threefold: (i) to estimate the coverage (prevalence) of access to care and the share of inequality of opportunity taking into account individuals' circumstances; (ii) to identify which inequality of opportunity and average coverage rates are associated with observed access rate variations; and (iii) to estimate the relative contribution of individual, household, and geographic characteristics (circumstances) to unequal opportunities.

Methods {#Sec3}
=======

Data source {#Sec4}
-----------

DHS data are collected using three types of questionnaires: a household questionnaire, which collects information on all members of the household as well as household characteristics; an individual woman questionnaire that is administered to all women aged 15 to 49 years in sampled households; and a male questionnaire that is administered to all men aged 15 to 59 years in the same households. The woman's questionnaire includes a children's health section. For the 1998 DHS, data were collected on 7517 households, 8569 women; 3819 men, and 3873 children under five. For the 2013 DHS, data were collected on 9549 households; 9480 women; 4476 men and 6535 children.

Indicators {#Sec5}
----------

For each child born in the five years preceding the survey, mothers reported on child health outcomes as well as their utilization of health care services. We considered the following indicators: access to prenatal and postnatal care, as well as immunization. Access to prenatal care was assessed using two indicators: four or more antenatal visits; and receipt of the following during the visits: vital signs measurement, as well as blood and urine tests. To assess postnatal care, we considered whether the births were attended by trained personnel and the places where the deliveries occurred. The places of birth listed were: public and private health facilities, home and others. We assessed skilled birth attendance as the proportion of births in the five years preceding the survey that occurred in public or private health facilities. We considered mothers of children born in public and private health facilities to have access to skilled birth attendance and good quality postnatal care. Because immunized children are less likely to contract certain vaccine preventable childhood illnesses, we also assessed whether or not children had received any vaccinations as a measure of access to care.

From these variables, we constructed a composite indicator of access to adequate care for children. The composite indicator takes the value of 1 if all the following conditions are met: the child was born in a public or private health facility; the child had received any vaccinations; the child's mother had access to prenatal care; the child's mother received prenatal care from qualified staff; and the child's mother reported at least four antenatal consultation visits.

Analyses {#Sec6}
--------

For each type of care (prenatal, postnatal, vaccinations), we computed the human opportunity index (HOI) and the dissimilarity index (D-index) as measures of inequality of opportunity. We drew on a methodological framework based on measures of inequality of opportunity used in previous studies \[[@CR3], [@CR31], [@CR32]\]. Indicators of access to health care were considered as opportunities available in the children's area of residence. The inequality of opportunity was measured by the D-index, which is the share of the number of opportunities that must be reallocated given the circumstances of life to ensure equality in access to these opportunities. We estimated the D-index using a three-step process:

In the first step, we estimated the conditional likelihoods by specifying a binary function between access to care and circumstance variables using a logistic or probit regression between children access to health care and several variables of circumstances (x~1~..x~2~.. x~3~..... Xn) that offer different opportunities.
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*D* measures the dissimilarity between access of basic services for groups defined by circumstance characteristics and the average access rate for the same service for the population as a whole. It measures also the share of opportunities that must be reallocated given the circumstances of life to ensure equality in access to this opportunity. The *D*-index ranges from 0 to 1 (0 to 100 in percentage terms), and in a situation of perfect equality of opportunity, *D* will be zero.

### Human opportunity index {#Sec7}

Empirically, the HOI for basic services such as health represents the adjusted (for difference in access) coverage in the access of these basic services. The level of opportunity measured by this index (access rate) can be interpreted as the number of opportunities in a society that have been allocated based on an equal opportunity principle. The HOI was computed using the formula below:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Since we were performing a comparative analysis, we tested whether the *D*-index or the average access accounted for the overall change in the HOI between 1998 and 2003. Therefore, we decomposed the access rate in scale effect (variation in coverage ratio) and distribution effect (variation in unequal opportunities) \[[@CR3]\]. Any change in the HOI can be attributed either to a variation in the coverage rate or a variation in the index of inequality of opportunity:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Decomposition of the dissimilarity index by the Shapley value {#Sec8}
-------------------------------------------------------------

To capture the contribution of each circumstance variable *c* ~*j*~to inequality opportunity, we estimated their marginal impacts using the Shapley value \[[@CR27]\] using the formula:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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Where:

*N*, the total of the circumstances.

*n*, number of selected circumstances in *N*.

*s*, a subset of *N* with s circumstances without ***c*** ~***j***~

*D*(*S*), the *D*-index estimated with *S*

*D*(*S* ∪ {*c* ~*j*~}), the *D*-index calculated with the subset of circumstances **S** and the circumstance ***c*** ~***j***~

with (*N*), the *D* − *index* for all the circumstances variables retained, the contribution of ***c*** ~***j***~ to *D* − *index* is given by:$$\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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We used the IOP (Inequality of opportunity) module in Stata Version 12 \[[@CR33]\].

Results {#Sec9}
=======

The average coverage rates or prevalence, the inequality of opportunity and the HOI values by year are presented in Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}. The average coverage rate declined between 1998 and 2013 for immunization (from 55.0 to 25.7) and for prenatal care provided by qualified staff (from 84.9 to 68.9). For the other three indicators and the composite, the average coverage rate increased between 1998 and 2013.Table 1Human Opportunity Index, coverage rate ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$$ \overline{p} $$\end{document}$Inequality of opportunity D(1-D)^a^Human Opportunity Index (access rate)19982013199820131998201319982013Birth in a public or private health center46.0871.3724.8114.3175.1985.6934.6561.16Access to immunization55.0125.7012.238.4887.7791.5248.2923.52Access to prenatal care82.3192.775.973.0394.0396.9777.3989.96Access to prenatal care given by qualified staff84.8768.885.8612.4994.1487.5179.9060.27Having at least four antenatal visits46.0654.2513.1211.6586.8888.3540.0247.92Adequate care6.539.3027.7428.6472.2671.364.726.62^a^Difference between the unit (1) and index D

Figure [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"} shows the variations in the access rate, which estimates the number of opportunities existing in a society and that are allocated on the basis of the principle of equal opportunity, for each opportunity indicator as well as the scale and distribution effects. Access to immunization and prenatal care given by qualified staff declined between 1998 and 2013. The reduction in the rate of access to immunization is explained by the combined effect of a decrease in the average coverage rate and inequality of opportunities. The scale effect explains 29.3% of the decrease of the access rate. The scale effect outweighed the distribution effect (which improved by 3.8%). Similarly the reduction in the rate of access to prenatal care provided by qualified staff is explained by a decrease in the average coverage rate and inequality of opportunities. For the other four indicators, with the exception of access to adequate care, the increases in access rates is explained by an increase in the average coverage rate and a decrease in opportunity inequality. However, the magnitude of the variation in the average coverage rate outweighed the inequality of opportunity. Thus, the scale effect appeared to be the main source of the increase in the rate of access to these opportunities.Fig. 1Decomposition of the HOI in scale and distribution effects

The contribution of each variable of circumstances to the inequality opportunity is presented in Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}. The most important contributors to inequality of opportunity were education of the parent (father and mother), region and residence. In 1998, the place of residence was the most important factor contributing to the inequality of access to birth in a qualified health center. However, its contribution decreased from 20.1 to 11.7 in 2013. In 2013, region was the most significant contributor to inequality of access to child vaccinations (59.8). The contribution of most circumstance variables decreased between the two years.Table 2Contribution of circumstances variables to indicators of access to maternal and child health care servicesBirth in a qualified centerImmunizationAccess to prenatal careAccess to prenatal care given by qualified staffAccess to required consultation visitsAdequate careMother's education199818.5820.7122.0919.5421.3715.91201315.57.5728.27.3818.17.03Father's education199817.323.723.324.424.222.420139.840.5412.388.117.797.22Mother's occupation19984.714.446.827.574.322.3920139.419.6211.285.718.436.91Father's occupation199816.4520.4917.8418.1515.888.57201316.073.779.1914.7413.2814.1Household's socioeconomic status (wealth quintile)19986.632.281.411.364.039.62201321.185.0612.3422.3218.7518.67Sex of the head of household19982.85.41.982.082.749.4720132.333.390.733.511.071.9Children's Sex19980.250.611.641.720.710.2520130.136.420.10.320.713.16Number of children in the household19985.813.588.017.767.175.2120134.81.769.284.326.315.15Region19987.334.922.911.934.5313.8220139.0659.845.1312.498.4113.73Residence199820.1313.8314.0515.5315.0712.37201311.742.0211.3921.117.4322.12

Discussion {#Sec10}
==========

We found that inequality of opportunity decreased for most of the opportunities between 1998 and 2013. Overall, the findings suggest that access to maternal and child health services has improved over time as indicated by the proportions of births in public or private health facilities, the proportion of immunized children, the proportion of mothers reporting at least four antenatal visits and the proportion of mothers reporting receipt of prenatal care. In terms of decomposition we found that, in general, the main source of variations in the access rate to different opportunities was the scale effect. We also observed a decrease in the contribution of most circumstances variables over the period considered.

The change over time in the average coverage and access rates is associated with variations in the inequality of opportunity. This finding suggests that efforts to decrease inequalities in access to healthcare have been successful. However, the inequality of opportunity is still considerable and suggests the need for sustained efforts to ensure equal access to opportunity.

To understand the evolution of access to opportunities over time, we investigated which of the two components (the inequality opportunity and the average coverage rate) was the main source of variations observed by decomposing the access rate in scale effect and distribution effect. The scale effect was measured by variation in coverage rate while distribution effect was measured by variation in inequality of opportunities. The decomposition analysis showed the extent of scale effect variations and changes over time. Our results suggest that the scale effect negatively affected the rate of access to health care. However, the contribution of inequality of opportunity through the distribution effect was not negligible. Thus, inequality of opportunity would have a negative influence on the rate of access to health care opportunities. Our results are consistent with those from earlier studies \[[@CR27], [@CR28]\] that have found that the scale effect is the main source of variations in the rate of access to different opportunities. This implies that one way to improve the access rate to different opportunities is to implement policies that increase coverage rate of health services.

In terms of circumstances, the parents' (father and mother) education, region and residence were the most significant contributors. Previous studies have also shown that region and residence \[[@CR2], [@CR28], [@CR30], [@CR34]\] as well as parents' education \[[@CR34]\] have an important influence on health inequality. These results suggest that improvement in health indicators will require investments in other sectors such as education.

Study findings should be interpreted in light of the following limitations. First, although we compared the results from the 1998 and 2013 DHS, we were unable to compute trends. Given the 15-years duration between the surveys, our decomposition of effects analysis may not have adequately captured variation. Second, given the large time difference between the two observation periods other macro-economic policies and changes in the health environment may have occurred that could confound the findings. However, an examination of these broader changes was beyond the scope of the study.

Conclusion {#Sec11}
==========

Our findings suggest that there have been significant improvements in the availability of and access to maternal and child health services in Togo. These improvements may explain the decreases observed in the inequality of opportunities and the concomitant increase in the average coverage and access rates to select maternal and child health services. However, levels of inequality of opportunities as well as the average coverage and access rates demonstrate that there are still significant gaps in ensuring equitable access to health care. These results point to the need for sustained efforts to reduce unequal opportunities in order to ensure equitable access to healthcare opportunities.
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